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century admirers, Croce and Nicolini, who were thoroughly versed in every aspect of his thought, have continued to evaluate Book III of the Scienza nuova seconda as a piece of literary criticism whose claims for attention rest on the accuracy of its portrayal of Homer and the originality of the method employed.6 These are important questions, but they leave open the problem of the light which Vico's discussions of Homer shed on his own theory of historical interpretation. My concern, accordingly, will be to examine the "discovery of the true Homer" as an illustration of the principles of the Scienza nuova applied to a specific historical problem; and, further, to offer an interpretation of those principles in the light of their practical application.
The propriety of considering the "discovery of the true Homer" in this light is enhanced by the special circumstances which surrounded its inclusion in the Scienza nuova seconda. The dissolution of the historical identity of Homer as the matchless poet of the heroic age had not been premeditated by Vico in the Scienza nuova prima of 1725; this paradox "had not even entered into our reflections when readers of the first edition of this New Science . . . suspected that the Homer believed in up to now was not real."7 Rather, it was the "metaphysical criticism of the history of the obscurest antiquity, that is, the explanation of the ideas the earliest nations naturally formed" which led Vico to assert "that Homer was an idea or a heroic character of Grecian men insofar as they told their histories in song."8 The specific theses advanced by Vico concerning Homer were deemed by him to follow from the principles of historical interpretation which he adumbrated in the "Elements" of the Scienza nuova seconda.9 These principles were implicit in the Scienza nuova prima and were the ground of his argument that the Law of the Twelve Tables could not have were previously embodied. Vico's claim is that "just as the blood . . . in animate bodies, so will these elements course through our Science and animate it in all its reasonings about the common nature of nations."10 The "Elements," then, constitute a methodological canon which enables an historian to evaluate competing accounts of the same occurrence. In themselves they are a pot-pourri of axioms, "both philosophical and philological, including a few reasonable and proper postulates and some clarified definitions."1 And given that their initial statement is so abbreviated, the best means of considering the character of the methodology they are recommending is to examine their implications for a specific interpretive problem. Here the "discovery of the true Homer" is particularly instructive. Vico's contention is that the principles of interpretation "now compel us to affirm that the same thing has happened in the case of Homer as in that of the Trojan War, of which the most judicious critics hold that though it marks a famous epoch in history it never in the world took place."'2 And while this particular example of historical reconstruction does not have such an important place in the genesis of his ideas as his studies of Roman law, it most aptly illustrates the character of his theory because it is a piece of reconstruction which is seen as a corollary of the theory. But the importance of a careful consideration of the "discovery of the true Homer" for an understanding of the Scienza nuova is not exhausted by the peculiar methodological place it occupies in the structure of that work. Here, again, the organization of the Scienza nuova seconda, with its division into "Elements" and substantive historical theses, is deceptive. The principles which are said to inform the various essays in reconstruction which constitute the body of the Scienza nuova are in fact distilled from Vico's efforts to sketch a coherent picture of problematic historical episodes (such as the proper designation of the Law of the Twelve Tables in the context of early Roman history). Vico's achievement was to realize that interpretation of documents and artifacts depended on theoretical considerations about the character of the men who produced those artifacts; and the need he felt to elaborate a new science of interpretation was born of an awareness that there was something incongruous about a conception of the origins of society and civilization which presupposed the attributes of eighteenth-century civility.
The theory of social contract might appropriately portray the conception of authority of a seventeenth-or eighteenth-century gentleman, accustomed to the dealings of the marketplace, but it would not do as a characterization of the first establishment of a polity. The contention is that one cannot, without lapsing into absurdity, suppose the resolution of a bellum omnium contra omnes simply by a contract of rational, self-interested men. The absurdity in question here is conceptual; and its force is such that Vico feels obliged to offer fresh interpretations of conventional conceptions of the roles of Solon and Lycurgus in the early history of Athens and Sparta, to reconsider the sort of wisdom which might be attributed to poets of primitive times, and, in short, to examine received historical interpretations in terms of the societies and practices from which they supposedly issued. But while the Scienza nuova would offer a methodological canon for the eradication (and explanation) of these various anachronisms, Vico's first awareness of the problem derived from his practical acquaintance with the contradictory attributes of the imaginary figures who were the dramatis personae of the most ancient history. And the key to its solution was his recognition that by "entering into" the imaginations of the first men, whose conduct popular traditions of the foundation of nations purported to describe, he would discover the original meanings which myths had for agents beneath the fabulous paradoxes resulting from the attempts of successive generations to interpret the stories of their predecessors in terms of their own assumptions. "To consider the way in which this first human thinking arose in the gentile world, we encountered exasperating difficulties which have cost us the research of a good twenty years. We had to descend from these human and refined natures of ours to those quite wild and savage natures, which we cannot at all imagine and can comprehend only with great effort."13 Such was the enterprise which occupied Vico in the whole of Book II of the Scienza nuova seconda, interpreting the genesis of the greater and lesser gentile gods in terms of the political and social relations between contending groups which these signified and the range of other meanings which this mythology might originally have conveyed:'4 ". . the fact that the first gentile peoples, by a demonstrated necessity of nature, were poets who spoke in poetic characters" was "the master key of this Science."15 Fables were "ideal truths suited to the merit of those of whom the vulgar tell them; . . ."16 And "the first men, the 13 S. N. 338.
14 Book II, "Poetic Wisdom," S. N. 361-779. 15 S. N. 34. It is clear from Vico's use of the phrase "demonstrated necessity of nature" that he supposes himself able to attain a degree of objectivity that students of hermeneutics have often deemed impossible. The "necessity" in question turns on the range of meanings which can be attributed to the pronouncements and practices of peoples of particular dispositions. As the "nature" of man changes historically, so the interpretation of his artifacts must be regulated accordingly. In other words, Vico is claiming that a conceptual relationship exists between agents and their artifacts which enables certain interpretations to be dismissed for logical ( It must be borne in mind that Vico's Homeric studies were always subsidiary to the elaboration of the principles of interpretation which had "cost" him "the persistent research of almost all" his "literary life."19 In the section De constantia philologiae of II diritto universale he had included a chapter, Nova scientia tentatur, "wherein he begins to reduce philology to scientific principles."20 And a year later, in his Notae in duos libros of 1722, he "read both the poems of Homer in the light of his principles of philology; and by certain canons of mythology which he had conceived, he gives these poems an aspect different from that which they have hitherto borne, and shows how divinely the poet weaves into the treatment of his two subjects two groups of Greek stories, the one belonging to the obscure period and the other to the heroic, according to Varro's division."21 In the Scienza nuova prima he used his "seven principles of the obscurity of the fables" to distinguish layers of meaning in Homer which a simple concentration on textual exegesis would have their dissolute customs, altered the meanings of the original fables to conform with their own practices.25 The poetry of the first two ages was not the product of individuals, but "of entire poetic nations."26 It was only in the third age that "particular poets" appeared "who collected the fables from these nations, or rather their corrupted histories, and composed their poems about them."27 Since Homer is assigned to the third age, he becomes, in the view of this criticism, "the first historian whom we have of the Greek nation."28 He had compiled the Iliad and the Odyssey from cognate stories derived from popular traditions; and contradictions in the modes of life portrayed in these groups of stories could be explained by the different regions or periods of heroic Greece from which they had issued. But the "discovery of the true Homer" only became an interpretive paradigm in the Scienza nuova seconda; and to that discovery I turn as my principal text. Vico's principal concern was to develop a methodology which would enable historians to reconstruct res gestae of cultures remote from themselves without recourse to their own assumptions. The foundation of his positive recommendations was an analysis of the theoretical shortcomings of the historical practice of his contemporaries. His contention here was that without a self-conscious and articulated theory of interpretation, historians were liable (by default) to read into the pronouncements of other places and peoples the modes of thought, rules, and conventions which gave these sorts of utterances meanings within their own world of ideas. "Because of the indefinite nature of the human mind, wherever it is lost in ignorance man makes himself the measure of all things."29 And, further, "whenever men can form no idea of distant and unknown things, they judge them by what is familiar and at hand."30 The corollary of this tendency to interpret the evidence of other cultures by a species of analogical extension from one's own experience "points to the inexhaustible source of all the errors about the principles of humanity that have been adopted by entire nations and by all the scholars. For when the former began to take notice of them and the latter to investigate them, it was on the basis of their own enlightened, cultivated, and magnificent times that they judged the origins of humanity, which must nevertheless by the nature of things have been small, crude, and quite obscure."31 With regard to Homer, these "conceits" of nations and scholars, each nation claiming "that it before all other nations invented the comforts of human life and that its remembered history goes back to the very beginning of the world"32 and the latter "that what they know is as old 25 For "the constancy ... which is developed and fixed by the study of the wisdom of the philosophers, could not have depicted gods and heroes of such instability."38 All this, for Vico, is an instance of anachronism, the interpretation of the utterances of the "age of heroes" in terms of the assumptions of the "age of men." However, the "conceit of nations" contributed its share of confusion with regard to the identification of the historical Homer. "Almost all the cities of Greece claimed to be his birthplace and there were not lacking those who asserted that he was an Italian Greek."39 Nor is it possible, from an examination of the two poems, to ascertain precisely the age to which Homer belongs because it is difficult "to reconcile so many refined customs (as portrayed in the Odyssey) with the many wild and savage ones which he attributes to his heroes at the same time, and particularly in the Iliad."40 In short, without a theory of interpretation it is impossible to evaluate the competing claims of philosophers delighting in reading their maxims between Homer's inimitable lines or of popular traditions which flatter themselves on the basis of a mythology masquerading as history; and it is impossible to reconcile either sets of claims with Homer's texts as they have come down to us.
Vico's solution to this interpretative dilemma was to effect a rapprochement between philosophy and philology, such that the two disciplines could offer each other mutual support in their respective endeavors. Previously philosophy had concerned itself with abstract and universal truths which were held to be valid (and intelligible) without recourse to a consideration of the historical situation from which they had issued; while philology, concerned only with the proper designation of artifacts, had been pursued in disregard of the theoretical questions which might be raised in this activity of identification and classification. "Philosophy contemplates reason, whence comes knowledge of the true; philology observes that of which human choice is author, whence comes consciousness of the certain."41 Vico's point was that neither philosophy nor philology could adequately fulfill the tasks they had traditionally been assigned unless they entered into some (ill-defined) reciprocal relation. "... the philosophers" had "failed by half in not giving certainty to their reasonings by appeal to the authority of the philologians, and likewise .. him, we are obliged to apply our metaphysical criticism, treating him as a founder of a nation, as he has been held to be of Greece, and to discover the truth, both as to his age and as to his fatherland, from Homer himself."48 This "metaphysical art of criticism" was "a history of human ideas," proceeding "by a severe analysis of human thoughts about the human necessities or utilities of social life."49 And because "doctrines must take their beginning from that of the matters of which they treat,"50 it had to begin "when the first men began to think humanly, and not when the philosophers began to reflect on human ideas....."51
The criterion it employed was "the common sense of the human race, determined by the necessary harmony of human institutions"52 which is "judgment without reflection, shared by an entire class, an entire people, an entire nation, or the entire human race."53 In other words, the range of meanings that can (in principle) be attributed to an utterance is to be regulated by the Zusammenhang of the ideas and institutions characteristic of the period in which it was uttered. And where the ideas, institutions, and practices of any one period fail to correspond in an historical account, it can be presumed, prima facie, that the evidence has been misinterpreted in the light of one of the anachronistic "conceits." But the "metaphysical criticism" offers, in addition, a sketch of the genesis of ideas in terms of the modes of thought prevalent among "the founders of the gentile nations."54 The first men, who "were all robust sense and vigorous imagination," employed "a metaphysics not rational and abstract like that of learned men now, but felt and imagined. .."55 Their "minds were not in the least abstract, refined, or spiritualized, because they were entirely immersed in the senses, buffeted by the passions, buried in the body."56 The categories which constituted their Weltan-schauung were imaginative projections of the world of sense-experience which was the limit of their conceptual range. Hence "the first gentile peoples, by a demonstrated necessity of nature, were poets who spoke in poetic characters."57 And since that was the world to which Homer belonged (whether considered as an individual or an "ideal-type"), it followed that a paradigm of "poetic wisdom" (of the sort that Vico elaborates at length in Book II of the Scienza nuova) could serve as a regulative canon to delimit the range of meanings which could be attributed to his texts.58 Vico's procedure, then, was to follow his catalogue of the incongruous conceptions of Homer which had hitherto prevailed, including both the internal inconsistencies in the ideas attributed to Homer and the contradictory historical details concerning the poet's fatherland and the period in which he was alleged to have composed his poems, with a series of philosophical and philological "proofs" which together fashion a coherent account out of the evidence that had previously been a source of incredulity for the critical historian.59 The "philosophical proofs" delineate the modes of thought which can (in principle) be expected in a poet with a "matchless faculty for heroic poetry."60 Thus the character of the oral poetic tradition to which the Homeric poems appear to have belonged is in agreement with the axiom that "men are naturally led to preserve the memories of the institutions and laws that bind them within their societies."61 The historical details which are the constituents of the poems are explained by "the truth . . . that history must have come first and then poetry, for history is a simple statement of the true but poetry is an imitation besides."62 And the poetic character which Homer's history takes is in turn explained by "the fact that the first gentile peoples, by a demonstrated necessity of nature, were poets who spoke in poetic characters,"63 and hence "the first history must have been poetic."64 Being primitive artifacts, knowing neither the simulation nor dissimulation which are the products of our "magnificent" times, "the fables in their origin" can be accounted "true and severe narrations;" and difficulties of interpreting these meanings are explicable "because they were originally for the most part gross, they gradually lost their original meanings, were then altered, subsequently became improbable, after that obscure, then scandalous, and finally incredible."65 Again, the dramatis personae of the poems, who, considered as ancient sages, appeared incredible in their folly and barbarism, are intelligible as symbols of heroic virtue. Their mode of presentation was "born of the need of a nature incapable of abstracting forms and properties from subjects."66 Since they were the product of a "barbarism, which for lack of reflection does not know how to feign," their poetic allegories "must necessarily contain historical significations referring only to the earliest times of Greece."67 The poems were fitted to a people whose mode of thought was "almost all body and almost no reflection," dominated by "vivid sensation in perceiving particulars, strong imagination in apprehending and enlarging them, sharp wit in referring them to their imaginative genera, and robust memory in retaining them."68 This mode of thought was natural in a period when "the poetic faculty" submerges "the whole mind in the senses," in contradistinction from the rationality of metaphysics which "abstracts the mind from the senses;" the former plunges "deep into particulars" while the latter "soars up to universals."69 All that makes Homer "the father and prince of all sublime poets," his "poetic comparisons taken from wild and savage things" which "are certainly incomparable," is a guarantee that his "sentences, comparisons, and descriptions could not have been the natural product of a calm, cultivated, and gentle philosopher."70 For the character of "heroic language" itself, consisting of "similes, images, and comparisons," was "born of the lack of genera and species, which are necessary for the proper definition of things, and hence born of a necessity of nature common to entire peoples."71 These "philosophical proofs," then, serve to delineate the conceptual range of the phases through which the thought-structures of both individuals and societies must pass, and thereby to establish the limits of possible meanings which can be construed from the utterances of any given phase. They function as a theoretical paradigm to rule out the suggestion that (say) the Critique of Practical Reason could have been produced in a society which was unable to distinguish moral rules from social practices, or that society owed its first establishment to a rational agreement of self-interested men, or that a distinction between analytic and synthetic judgments could be attributed to men who saw nature as "a vast animate body which feels passions and effects."72 But without Tables, and the Homeric poems) have come down to us as repositories of esoteric wisdom is explained by the "conceit of scholars, who will have it that what they know is as old as the world;"75 but that this has in fact occurred in the reception of the fables through the ages is confirmed by the evidence of Manetho and the Greek philosophers, "and the naturalness and ease, free of violence, subterfuge, or distortion," with which Vico was able "to restore to the fables their original historical meanings," is proof "that the historical allegories which they contained were proper to them."76 Again, the presumption that early histories are poetic in form "strongly confirms the assertion of Strabo, in a golden passage, that before Herodotus, or rather before Hecataeus of Miletus, the history of the peoples of Greece was all written by their poets."77 And the "passages in the Odyssey in which it is said, in praise of a speaker who has told a story well, that he has told it like a musician or singer," is exactly what one would expect of pre-literate, folk-poetry which was transmitted by "the Homeric rhapsodes, who were vulgar men, each preserving by memory some part of the Homeric poems."78 The historical details which are known of these rhapsodes, who "went about the cities of Greece singing the books of Homer at the fairs and festivals," reinforce the view that the wisdom the poems contained was not that of great and rare philosophers but belonged to "a necessity of nature common to entire peoples."79 The etymology of their name, which was "stitchers-together of songs," suggests that "these songs they must certainly have collected from none other than their own peoples."80 The discrepancies between the materials and styles of the stories collected in the Iliad and Odyssey is explained because "the Pisistratids, tyrants of Athens, divided and arranged the poems of Homer, or had them divided and arranged."81 And this first editorial labor is evidence of the antiquity of the Homeric poems compared with (say) Hesiod, Herodotus, or Hippocrates whose works were composed in writing rather than collected from oral traditions. 82 The quasi-mythical quality of the attributes of "the founders of the gentile nations, among whom we must number Homer,"83 accounted for the confused and contradictory claims made with regard to historical details such as Homer's fatherland, his native city, and even his age.84 But this tissue of contradictions, read in the context of the "metaphysical criticism" advanced in the "philosophical proofs," assumed a coherent place in the conception of things characteristic of "Poetic Wisdom," where great deeds which marked a transition in the history of cultures (such as the first establishment of agriculture) are attributed to individuals (such as Hercules) and no clear distinction is drawn between deed, symbol, and thing signified.
The discordance revealed in the various pieces of evidence pertaining to Homer, then, considered in isolation and without the benefit of an interpretative theory, "become proper and necessary in the Homer herein discovered" because the air of paradox which surrounded them is removed once they are placed in the context of a philosophical theory that sketches the conceptual lineaments of the society to which they refer.85 Thus "the reason why the Greek peoples so vied with each other for the honor of being his fatherland, and why almost all claimed him as citizen, is that the Greek peoples were themselves Homer."86 And "the reason why opinions as to his age vary so much is that our Homer truly lived on the lips and in the memories of the peoples of Greece throughout the whole period from the Trojan War down to the time of Numa, a span of 460 years."87 The stories of "the blindness and the poverty of Homer" were references to "characteristics of the rhapsodes" who preserved the traditions of early Greece in their travels from city to city "singing the poems of Homer" and who "were the authors of these poems inasmuch as they were a part of these peoples who had composed their histories in the poems."88
The divergences between the manners and customs portrayed in the Iliad and the Odyssey are explained because "Homer composed the Iliad in his youth, that is, when Greece was young and consequently seething with sublime passions, such as pride, wrath, and lust for vengeance;" while the Odyssey was the product of his old age, "when the spirits of Greece had been somewhat cooled by reflection, which is the mother of a set of (more or less coherent) assumptions about other objects of that sort; and in this way the chaos of fragmentary evidence which faces an historian at the beginning of his enquiry is given a shape which enables him to reconstruct the purposes and presuppositions of the people who produced the artifacts in question. The general statements which serve as an interpretative canon for past human conduct, however, were normally simply an analogical extension of the historian's world of ideas; and the past was rendered in a language which made it an appendage of the present. None of this need have been a stumbling-block for historical reconstruction if human nature had been sufficiently similar across the ages for the presuppositions of the present to be automatically applicable to all peoples and periods; but the way men conceived their own condition, the categories they used to describe the things around them and the relations between them, changed in ways that Vico had sought to demonstrate in the Scienza nuova. Thus it was that the application of present ideas to past peoples assumed the character of "conceits." Recognition that the transmutation of cultures was at the same time a transmutation of modes of thought was at once an analysis of the causes of erroneous historical accounts and an intimation of the sort of theoretical framework which would enable historians to avoid the cruder sorts of anachronism. While the aim is the interpretation of res gestae, the canon must be a theory of the genesis of modes of thought; for it is only by matching the artifact with its presuppositions (difficult though this may be in the case of brutes incapable of ratiocination) that the historian is saved from the temptation of his own "conceits." The point is clear. Utterances do not make sense in isolation, like crystals of meaning complete unto themselves, but have to be set in the context of the network of assumptions from which they issued. And the appropriate historical response to a puzzling utterance is not to treat it as a suitable case for analytical dissection, but simply to try to reconstruct the attitude of mind which might make an utterance of that sort intelligible.95
Nor is there any limit (in principle) to the range of application of Vico's method. His conception of the ages of gods, heroes, and men, each having its own language, customs, jurisprudence, mode of government, conception of authority, and (above all) notion of rationality, furnished him with a set of criteria to distinguish the compass of meanings for the utterances of any one period. Each of the practices of an age was related conceptually to the other pursuits which gave the period a specific character. Thus the intellectual poverty of the first men in the age of gods led them to believe "themselves and all their institutions to depend on the gods, since they thought everything was a god or was 95 There is a brief account of the matters discussed in this paragraph in B. A. made or done by a god."96 And the corollary was a theocratic system of government in which decisions were made by recourse to oracles. The age of heroes (which Homer had portrayed), with its "choleric and punctilious" customs, was a period of aristocratic governments based on force and a "reason of state" which was "not naturally known to all men but only to the few experts in government who are able to discern what is necessary for the preservation of mankind."97 While the age of men, which was based on "fully developed human reason," recognized the "equality of the intelligent nature which is the proper nature of man." 98 These historical paradigms, and the necessary succession of their development, enabled Vico to dismiss certain theses (such as Bodin's claim that civil constitutions developed from monarchy, through tyranny, to popular republics, and finally to aristocracy) as (in principle) absurd.99 But it was the artifacts of ancient Greece and Rome that occupied him primarily in the Scienza nuova; and, in particular, the detailed elaboration of the notion of "Poetic Wisdom" (as it embraces the ages of gods and heroes) which allowed him to set those artifacts in a proper historical perspective. There is, however, an intimation in the Scienza nuova of the broader scope which Vico supposed was open to his theories. Not only does he speak of "the recourse of human institutions which the nations take when they rise again," but, more specifically, he claims that the "second barbarism" of feudal Europe ("which has remained darker than that of the first") can be illuminated by a comparative analysis drawing upon the substantive theses advanced concerning the heroic phase of ancient Greek and Roman culture.100 In this way, Dante is called "the Tuscan Homer," singing "only of history" at the end of "the returned barbarism of Italy."10' And in a short essay, written between 1728 and 1730 and aptly entitled by Nicolini "Discovery of the true Dante," Vico extended to the consideration of Dante precisely the method he had employed so felicitously in his "discovery of the true Homer."102 Dante's Commedia is said to be worthy of study in three particular respects; first, as a "history of the barbarian times of Italy;" secondly, as the "source of the most beautiful Tuscan dialect;" and thirdly, as an "example of sublime poetry."103 Just because poetry was a natural rather than reflective product, early poetry is taken to consist of "true histories;"104 and as Homer was the "first poet of the gentile nations," and Aeneas the "first historian of the Romans," so Dante was "the first or among the first of the Italian historians.""105 As a source of the Tuscan language, it had to be explained how Dante (like Homer before him)nuova (here I have concentrated on the relations of philosophy and philology and the characterization of "Poetic Wisdom" as a key to unravel the thinking of the first men) are misconstrued if they are read in the light of the inductive, deductive, or hypothetico-deductive models of explanation which have formed the frame of reference for debate about the character of the natural and social sciences. And I am encouraged in this view by the form which Vico's theories were given in their application to specific historical problems; his concern seems not to have been the elaboration of "a hypothetical, predictive theory about the conditions under which institutions will develop in certain ways," but the reconstruction of the original character which ideas, practices, and institutions assumed for agents.13 Starting from the premise that our interpretation of the past will "naturally" be influenced by the changed circumstances and assumptions from which we regard it, he has sought a method that will at once account for the distortion which is a consequence of the elapse of time and (in the light of this awareness) offer a model of interpretation which adopts critical criteria that are presupposed if not articulated by the peoples whose practices he is concerned to reconstruct. My attention in this paper has been given to Vico's reconstruction of Homer as an illustration of his theories, but the range of such case-studies could be expanded profitably. His various theses advanced concerning the laws and institutions of Rome have often been noticed in this connection; but his tantalizing suggestions on (for example) the feudal origins of the first commonwealths, the Zusammenhang of heroic sentences, descriptions, and customs, and the interpretation of pre-literate artifacts by means of a mythological canon, have received insufficient attention from scholars whose concern has been the designation of the principles which informed these exercises in historical reconstruction.
The perspective I recommend has the merit of placing Vico's work in the context of three of the great intellectual currents which nurtured his thought: the Renaissance philological tradition, the sixteenth-century revolution in jurisprudence, and the querelle des anciens et modernes. 
